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With guarded optimism? Evidence from focus groups of ‘mainstream’
Australians’ perceptions of Muslims
Pete Lentini, Anna Halafoff and Ela Ogru
Global Terrorism Research Centre, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia
Studies of Australian perceptions of Muslims and Islam tend to be based on research into media
representations of these themes. Additionally, most research on attitudes pertaining to social
cohesion and security in the post-9/11 environment concentrates on the opinions of minority
groups on these matters. The following study is drawn from materials extracted from focus
group discussions relating to Islam, multiculturalism and security that took place with 119
Australians from so-called ethnic and religious majority groups (European descended, and
identifying with Judaeo-Christian traditions or having no religious affiliation) in selected
metropolitan and rural/regional centres of the state of Victoria in 2007–2008. This article is
guided by the following research questions: How can ‘mainstream’ Australian attitudes
towards Muslims be categorized? What concerns ‘mainstream’ Australians most about
Muslims? Can these attitudes be considered to be Islamophobic? If not, how else may we
classify these attitudes? Although some participants voiced very strong, critical and at times
unflattering and potentially antagonistic opinions of Muslims, most contributors were
guardedly optimistic that current tensions with and controversies surrounding Australia’s
Muslims would subside, and that Muslims would soon become well established within
Australian society, as previous generations of migrants have since World War II.
Keywords: Australia; Islam; Muslims; Islamophobia; anti-Muslimism; inter-cultural relations
Introduction
Muslim interactions with Australia and Australia’s inhabitants pre-date white settlement. Further-
more, Muslims helped explore and expand settlement of the country’s remote areas throughout
the nineteenth century. However, it was only after the 1970s that Islam began to establish itself
among the major Australian faiths, and the number of its adherents started to increase substan-
tially. Migrants initially constituted the bulk of Australia’s Muslim communities (Cleland
2001). Currently, however, a high proportion of Australian Muslims – nearly 40% – were born
in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006, cited in Australian Government n.d.). Although
Muslims are distributed amongst all Australian states and territories, the country’s largest Muslim
communities are located in predominantly urban and suburban areas of Victoria and New South
Wales (Saeed 2004, 5). For most of the past three to four decades, there have been few hostile
interactions – but also minimal contacts comparatively – between so-called ‘mainstream’
Australians (largely those of Anglo-Celtic and other European descent, and/or who identify
with Judaeo-Christian beliefs or have no religious affiliation) and Australian Muslims.
However, a combination of domestic and international events that occurred since the present
century began has caused an increase in – or perhaps more accurately has created a perception
of – tensions between a portion of mainstream Australians and Australian Muslims, and has
placed the latter under public scrutiny.
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Examples of domestic events contributing to perceptions of tensions include rapes perpetrated
by men of Lebanese descent on European-descended women in New South Wales (2000) (Collins
et al. 2000), and clashes between rival sets of young men – (predominantly Lebanese) Muslims
and Caucasians – concerning behaviour on, and rights to use, Cronulla Beach, in New South
Wales (2005) (Halafoff 2006). Included among the international catalysts for misunderstandings
and tensions between Australian Muslims and their other compatriots are fears (and actual arri-
vals) of illegal migrants from developing countries – including those where Islam is the dominant
religion – coming to Australia, and the increase of terrorism perpetrated internationally by groups
claiming to be acting on behalf of Islam or Muslims. Indeed, Australians have died or have been
victims in many of this century’s major international terrorist events: the 9/11 attacks (2001),
London (2005), and hotel attacks in Jakarta (2004 and 2009). Most notably, over 90 Australians
lost their lives in two attacks in Bali (2002 and 2005) at the hands of Jemaah Islamiyah terrorists
(Barton 2004; Australian Government 2010). The Australian homeland has also been under threat
of terrorist actions by groups claiming to be acting on behalf of Islam and inspired by global
events affecting Muslims overseas. Australian security forces have thwarted several terrorist
attacks in New South Wales and Victoria in the planning stages, and Australian citizens from
Western Australia and South Australia have also been arrested on terrorism charges (Lentini
2008a). In August 2009, Australian Federal authorities and Victoria and New South Wales
Police disrupted a cell planning a terrorist attack on Holsworthy Army Barracks in New South
Wales. The Australian government’s most recent document on countering terrorism claims that:
The main source of international terrorism and the primary threat to Australia and Australian interests
comes from people who follow a distorted and militant interpretation of Islam that calls for violence as
the answer to perceived grievances. (Australian Government 2010, 8)
Indeed, these global crisis events have had a significant impact upon the physical and psychologi-
cal well-being of Muslims, and sometimes also on others who are not deemed to be what some
notionally conceive as the physical embodiment of an Australian (read Caucasian) (Bouma et al.
2007; HREOC 2004).
Such information indicates that there may indeed be instances of social disharmony amongst
Australians –Muslim and non-Muslim alike. Moreover, it is conceivable that there may be a fear
of Muslims or prejudice against them. In a 2006 poll of 551 Victorian year 10 and 11 students
from public and private schools, it was reported that:
Most Victorian schoolchildren view Muslims as terrorists and two out of five students believe that
‘Muslims are unclean’. Just over 50 per cent believe ‘Muslims behave strangely’ and 45 per cent
say Australians do not have ‘positive feelings about Muslims’. (Leung 2006)
In light of these developments, this article’s central concerns are to establish: How can main-
stream attitudes towards Muslims be categorized? What concerns mainstream Australians most
about Muslims? Can these attitudes be considered to be Islamophobic? If not, how else may
we classify these attitudes? As the following sections will argue, to date there have been
several studies that have attempted to investigate these matters. A range of scholarship has can-
vassed minority and Muslim opinions on these matters (see Bouma et al. 2007) and a few reports
register the opinions on these matters of those who come from Australia’s (notional) ethnic and
religious majorities (Lentini, Halafoff, and Ogru 2009). This article seeks to contribute to this
literature.
The article commences with a review of current research on Australian Muslims, and con-
siders how various authors have framed Muslims in scholarly research. This is followed by an
overview of a study the investigators conducted in 2007–2008, funded by the Department of
Premier and Cabinet, State Government of Victoria, which canvassed the opinions of so-called
‘mainstream’ Victorians in a series of focus groups on matters pertaining to security, social
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cohesion and multiculturalism. The material presented here contains the responses participants
provided to questions that reflect their views on Muslims in several key categories: Muslims
and their relationship to social harmony in Australia; perceptions of the relationship between
Islam, Muslims and political violence; Muslims, Islam and gender; and comparing the experi-
ences of Muslims with those of other ethnic and religious groups that settled in Australia in
the post-World War II period.
Background: the state of relevant research and framing Australian Muslims
Since 9/11, independent reports and some community leaders have argued that there is evidence
to suggest there has been an increase in Islamophobia and anti-Muslimism in Australia. For our
purposes, this article considers Islamophobia as ‘unfounded hostility towards Islam and the prac-
tical consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against Muslim individuals and com-
munities, and to the exclusion of Muslims from mainstream political and social affairs’
(Runnymede Trust 1997, 4). Fred Halliday argues that:
Anti-Muslimism is a semi-ideology, that is a body of ideas, like gender and racial prejudice, [that] is
often articulated in conjunction with others that have a greater potential to function individually. It
involves not so much hostility to Islam as a religion … but hostility to Muslims, to communities
of peoples, whose sole main religion is Islam and whose Islamic character, real or invented, forms
one of the objects of prejudice. In this sense, anti-Muslimism often overlaps with forms of ethnic
prejudice, covering peoples within which there may be a significant non-Muslim element, such as
Albanians, Palestinians or even Caucasians. (Halliday 2003, 160)
Australian community leaders attribute some of the blame for these negative phenomena to the
media for perpetuating negative stereotypes of Islam, Muslims and Arabs. Representatives of
Australia’s Muslim and Arab communities raised some points of concern based on their percep-
tions of how the media have portrayed them. Shortly after 9/11, Roland Jabbour of the Australian
Arabic Council noted that:
The consequences of [the Gulf War, the Oklahoma City bombing and 9/11] have been devastating for
our community, which has already been identified as one of the four most vilified ‘ethnic’ groups in
Australia. This is due to the link the media immediately and consistently draws, between the local
community and the perpetrators of these acts of terror. (Jabbour 2001, 2)
HREOC has also reported an increase in verbal and physical abuse of Muslims, Arabs (and
others) and the destruction of Muslims’ property, which it claims has some relationship to how
Australian (and other) media outlets have represented them since 9/11 (HREOC 2004).
For most individuals, the various forms of mass media are their main sources of information
on current affairs, as well as on how they view themselves and others. It is therefore some forms of
mass media, television in particular, that can often have the most impact upon how citizens con-
struct their opinions about those whom they may not meet in face-to-face circumstances (Kellner
1995; Lentini 2003), and help them ‘imagine’ those who constitute part of their national commu-
nity (Anderson 1991). Significantly, international research indicates that the more knowledge
individuals have about Muslims, including personal contact, the more likely they are to form posi-
tive opinions about them (Pew Center for the People and Press 2005). As we have noted, Austra-
lia’s Muslim communities are located in predominantly urban and suburban areas of Victoria and
New South Wales, so it is plausible that many Australians may have had little or no contact with
Muslims. In light of the previously mentioned research on the importance of interactions between
Muslims and non-Muslims in increasing the prospects for positive relations, this lack of contact
might, at first glance, present a potential point of concern for the maintenance of social harmony.
Nevertheless, at least in the Victorian context, these communities do not live in isolation from
non-Muslims (Bouma and Dobson 2005) and have the potential to establish contacts and
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relationships with non-Muslims, which can reduce the potential for anti-Muslim sentiments. In
addition, as more Muslims are beginning to enter the ranks of the professions and attend univer-
sities, it is plausible that their contacts with broader cross-sections of Australian communities will
increase. This, too, may work to improve popular attitudes towards Australian Muslims. Such
thoughts are reflected in a statement from one participant in a recent Monash University study,
who noted the importance of personal interaction over mediated contacts in helping to break
down barriers and stereotypes between communities.
Muslims, just like any other individual, need to contribute and participate in society. Like we need to
get out there and need to be known for being Muslim and being excellent in a range of things. Because
then the Muslimness will disappear. I mean it won’t disappear as such, but it’ll just be in the minds of
people who only see Muslims as Muslims and not Muslims as participants and active members of the
society that everyone belongs to. People will [be] less [likely to] label you.
…The actual labels that people attribute only occur when there’s less information. … But the stereo-
types will disappear when people have enough information…
…I think with increased understanding of groups, and qualitative knowledge of groups – that the
labels will just be forgotten [sic]. Okay? (Female A aged 30–34, cited in Lentini, Dwyer, and
Weber 2007, 6–7)
Given the importance of the media in providing information on ‘others’ and the fact that many
Australians have not had regular contact with Muslims, it stands to reason that many studies con-
cerning Australian attitudes towards Muslims concentrate on how the media represent these com-
munities. Some participants in the aforementioned Monash University study disclosed that they
had little faith in the manner in which the mass media – especially the commercial television
stations – portrayed Islam.
I really don’t like the way [commercial television stations] talk about Islam – as if they know some-
thing about it. … It’s pretty hideous, actually.
…The whole world is not revolving around terrorism, okay. But the news is making it that way. … I
have not seen a broadcast in two years that has not, y’know done something on Islam, and in a nega-
tive way. … There’s never ever anything positive. (Female B aged 30–34 cited in ibid., 7)
Research on the Australian media’s portrayal of Muslims in connection with community policing
strongly suggests that terrorist-related incidents have been a major context in which a range of
Australian newspapers – from broadsheets to tabloids – framed Islam during the period 2000–
2007, and that coverage of Muslims and Islam in these publications increased substantially
immediately following terrorist attacks (ibid., 26–8; Lentini 2008b, esp. 12–13). It is therefore
unsurprising that many studies of media representations of Arabs, Islam in Australia and Austra-
lian Muslims suggest that the press tends to portray these citizens and residents within the con-
texts of Orientalism (Said 1987), risk (Beck 2002, 44) and moral panics (Cohen 1987; Goode
and Ben-Yehuda 1994; Thompson 1998). Several Australian studies, largely but not exclusively
analysing New South Wales-oriented issues, reflect these themes. Peter Manning’s study of the
Sydney newspapers’ press coverage of Muslims and Islam during 2000–2002 argues that, by con-
centrating on international political violence, terrorism, the threats that asylum seekers from
Muslim-majority countries and their values posed to Australia, and pack rapes in Sydney,
these papers’ contents reproduced themes that occur in Said’s Orientalist paradigm (Manning
2004). The team of Jock Collins, Greg Noble, Scott Poynting and Paul Tabar generated significant
studies within a moral panics framework on similar issues, largely engaging with materials from
the Sydney tabloid papers (Collins et al. 2000; Poynting et al. 2004). Michael Humphrey (2005)
and Fethi Mansouri (2005) have suggested that, since the beginning of the war on terrorism, the
discourse on Muslims and Islam in Australia has shifted from one of multiculturalism to one of
risk, threat and otherness, particularly in relation to non-Australian Muslims such as asylum
seekers. Other scholars note that it is possible to argue that these attitudes towards Islam,
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Muslims and Arabs in Australia have built up as a result of politicians’ ‘dog whistle rhetoric’ since
2001 related to the Tampa incident, 9/11 and the Bali bombings, as well as the ‘paranoid nation-
alism’ that began creeping its way into Australian political discourse after the Liberal–National
Coalition’s 1996 electoral victory (Deen 2003, 270–326; Hage 2003; Padgett and Allen 2003;
Poynting and Noble 2003).
Nevertheless, not all such studies found that anti-Muslim or anti-Arab content and coverage
was universal. Howard Brasted certainly notes that there have been instances when the media
have transmitted negative images of Australia’s Muslims and Arabs. However, he also argues
that the media’s coverage and framing of these issues and groups are not static: Muslims from
the former Yugoslavia, for instance, have been depicted more positively than Hamas and PLO
terrorists (Brasted 2001, 222–3). One report on media coverage of Muslims in Melbourne news-
papers suggests that The Age (Melbourne’s leading broadsheet paper) and the Herald Sun (a Mel-
bourne-based tabloid and Australia’s most widely read paper) run positive or neutral articles on
Islam and Muslims more frequently than negative reports. Nevertheless, nearly a quarter of the
latter’s reportage is negative (Akbarzadeh and Smith 2005). A study concentrating on media cov-
erage of David Hicks, who during most of his time at Guantanamo Bay was understood to be a
Muslim, suggested that by portraying Hicks as an Australian whom the Federal Government did
not adequately protect, the media opened up some positive space for (and exhibited popular sym-
pathies towards) Muslims. However, such content may have also been influenced by racial over-
tones (i.e., Hicks’ whiteness), as well as Hicks’ supporters’ tireless efforts to keep his plight in the
public eye during his incarceration (Lentini 2006). Other studies, however, indicate that Muslims
are indeed very active in providing counter-arguments to prospective negative stereotyping by
engaging with politicians, the media and in other forums as public intellectuals. Such activities
challenge at least one aspect of Orientalism, namely that Muslims are not presenting their own
perspectives themselves, and are actively challenging perceived and actual cases of anti-
Islamic and anti-Muslim sentiment (see Lentini 2008b).
Nonetheless, developing knowledge of how mainstream Australians understand and perceive
Islam and Muslims is germane to establishing the presence of or degrees of Islamophobia and/or
anti-Muslimism that may exist in Australia. Such information is provided in the following
sections.
The study: background, aims, sample and methodology
The present study was funded by the Department of Premier and Cabinet, State Government of
Victoria. One hundred and nineteen so-called ‘mainstream’ Victorians, aged 18 and older, partici-
pated in a series of 15 focus groups during 2007–2008, where they were asked about their atti-
tudes towards a range of questions pertaining to social harmony within the state, whether they
felt Victoria was a safe place to live and work, and what they felt were the main threats to the
state’s security and social cohesion. The focus groups were held in five metropolitan areas:
Inner North, South East Metro, Mornington Peninsula, Altona and Dandenong; and three rural/
regional areas: La Trobe Valley (Morwell), Shepparton and Mildura. The investigators coordi-
nated two separate focus groups in each locality except Morwell, where only a single focus
group met to discuss the questions. Hence, twice as many focus groups were conducted in metro-
politan areas as in regional locations. In addition, the locations included four areas where Victor-
ians of various European, including Anglo-Celtic backgrounds, lived in culturally diverse suburbs
(Altona, South East Metro, Dandenong, Shepparton) and four areas where Victorians of European
descent were far more prominent (Morwell, Mornington Peninsula, Inner North, Mildura).
Overall, the findings of this study tended to be reasonably consistent across both the rural and
metropolitan groups.
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The current researchers collaborated in this project with partners from private industry who
were responsible for recruiting the participants and conducting focus groups. They conducted
primary participant selection from a database of Victorians who had agreed to be contacted for
research purposes. Screening of shortlisted participants was conducted to ensure a balance in
demographic and ethnographic selection. In accordance with Australian National Ethics State-
ment guidelines, participants were all over 18 years of age.
During November and December 2007, a total of 14 focus groups were conducted for partici-
pants who lived in the South-east Metro and Inner North suburbs of Melbourne, Altona, Mildura,
Shepparton, Dandenong and the Mornington Peninsula. The final focus group in the La Trobe
Valley was convened in January 2008. Each group comprised up to 10 people drawn from the
local community. Each group was presented with the same set of questions.
In accordance with Monash University’s ethics guidelines, participants only revealed infor-
mation about themselves that they felt comfortable about disclosing. The team derived infor-
mation about the participants on the basis of what they shared about themselves in the focus
groups. In most cases, they did not provide many personal details. However, data based on
these exchanges provide some information on the participants.
Overall, 119 Victorians contributed their time and opinions to the study. There were slightly
more women (65; 54.6%) than men (54; 45.4%) (Table 1). Most of the groups tended to have
about equal numbers of women and men. However, there were significantly more females than
male contributors in the Dandenong groups, and one of the Shepparton sessions had twice as
many female as male participants, while there were more male respondents than female partici-
pants in Altona, the Inner North and Mildura.
Of the 119 participants, 74 (62.2%) mentioned their occupations during the sessions and 45
(37.8%) chose not to discuss their employment (Table 2). Retirees were the single largest group
that self-identified. Four participants noted that they were unemployed at the time their focus
groups were conducted. However, based on the occupational information that those who chose
to disclose provided, it is possible to suggest that there was often a distinct white-collar presence
within the focus groups. The bulk of the contributors who spoke of their occupations mentioned
that they worked in various professions, management or the service sector.
Table 1. Focus group participants according to sex and location.
Group Male Female
Altona 1 3 3
Altona 2 5 3
Dandenong 1 1 7
Dandenong 2 2 7
Inner North 1 3 3
Inner North 2 4 3
Mildura 1 5 5
Mildura 2 5 3
Mornington Pen 1 4 5
Mornington Pen 2 4 5
Morwell 3 3
Shepparton 1 3 6
Shepparton 2 4 4
SE Metro 1 5 4
SE Metro 2 3 4
Total 54 65
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Participants were less forthcoming about their age and their ethnic origins. About half of the
participants (60; 50.4%) raised their age in the sessions (Table 3). The bulk of these were aged
between 30–59 years (average 41). Only a handful of participants disclosed that they were in
their 60s or older and 14 were in their 20s. Not many of the participants discussed their ethnic
origins (Table 4). For instance, 10 contributors of the 18 who chose to mention this information
self-identified as Australians, and three of those 10 included this mixed with another ethnicity.
Eighteen participants mentioned that they were born overseas (Table 5), including three partici-
pants each from Greece, Italy and the Netherlands, two each from Ireland, Malta and the United
States, and individuals from Germany, Denmark and another undisclosed European country.
Despite the fact that these data do not provide a detailed demographic overview of the 119
participants, they suggest that there was a degree of diversity within the focus groups. Indeed,
it may be possible to suggest that so-called ‘mainstream’ Australia – or at least ‘mainstream’
Victoria – is far from homogeneous. The following section reflects the participants’ opinions
on a range of topics associated with Islam and Muslims in Australia.
Table 2. Participants according to occupation.
Occupation (n)
Brewing and wine production 2
Engineering and science 3
Entrepreneurs/self-employed 2
Health 2
Heavy industry/manufacturing/transportation 4
Homemakers 2
Human resources & management 2
Information technology 5
Insurance and finance 6
Maternity leave 1
Not specified 3
Primary and secondary education 5
Public servants 3
Retired 12
Sales and retail 5
Social workers and volunteers 3
Tertiary sector administration 1
Tourism and hospitality 6
Undisclosed 45
Unemployed 4
Various services 3
Total 119
Table 3. Participants according to age.
Age group (years) (n)
20–29 14
30–39 10
40–49 19
50–59 12
60 and older 5
Not disclosed 59
Total 119
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Muslims’ participation in Australian life and social harmony
Many participants in the focus groups expressed opinions that Australia’s Muslims were not
making positive contributions to Australian society, and that in many cases they were disrupting
the social harmony of the country and the state and attempting to secure special privileges for
themselves. A participant in one focus group in Shepparton noted that, despite the fact that resi-
dents had set up an event to get to meet local Muslim women and make them feel part of the com-
munity, they [the Muslim women] preferred not to mix with non-Muslims.
the Uniting Church decided that the Muslim mothers had a pretty tough life with their children so they
decided to have them in crèche and they’d bring all the Muslim kids under 5 to the kindergartens and
… that they would mix but the communication didn’t get there … Now I’m not saying that was
anyone’s fault, I say good luck to them. (Participant C, Shepparton 2)
The participant cited above considered that there was the possibility that the failed attempt to gen-
erate interaction was a result of misunderstanding between the two groups of women. However, in
other circumstances, participants in other focus groups were more strident in the view that
Muslims were threatening Australia’s social harmony. In one focus group that convened in
Melbourne’s Inner North suburbs the following discussion occurred:
Participant F, Inner North 2: ‘I don’t think it’s as socially harmonious as it was.’
Why do you think that?1
Table 4. Participants according to ethnic heritage.
Ethnic heritage (n)
Australian 10
Including:
Australian w/Greek ancestry 1
Australian w/Italian ancestry 1
Australian w/Scots-Irish ancestry 1
Canadian/English 1
Dutch 1
Dutch/Belgian 1
European (unspecified) 1
French/Slovak 1
German/Greek 1
Greek 1
Greek/Italian 1
Table 5. Participants according to place of birth.
Places of birth (n)
Denmark 1
Germany 1
Greece 3
Ireland 2
Italy 3
Malta 2
Netherlands 3
Overseas (unspecified) 1
United States 2
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Participant F, Inner North 2: ‘Well I think because of the scare campaign going on about religious
groups and refugees and the Sudanese and I think yeah it’s…’
When you say religious groups, what do you mean?
Participant F, Inner North 2: ‘Oh Muslims in particular.’
Participant B, Inner North 2: ‘I guess it’s just, works on the certain law system that this country has
and stuff like that, it’s just based, maybe if we went over to a certain Islamic country or something like
that, it’s obvious that we need to abide by those particular rules and stuff.’
Participant A, Inner North 2: ‘Respect.’
Participant F, Inner North 2: ‘[indecipherable] it just comes down to the culture that you’re in, if
you’re in, if you’re somewhere that’s, not foreign so to speak, but somewhere that it’s just not practice,
then you don’t do it.’
Participant B, Inner North 2: ‘Yeah.’
OK.
In another focus group from the Inner North suburbs participants suggested the following
about Muslims in Australia:
Participant D, Inner North 1: ‘They are very pushy, yeah, very dominating.’
Participant A, Inner North 1: ‘Exactly.’
So is that a threat to social harmony?
Participant D, Inner North 1: ‘Yes, I think when one is pushing their life and actually forcing their way
upon you, of course it is.’
OK, all right, any other threats to social harmony that you can think of?
Participant D, Inner North 1: ‘I think that the point is that Australians are so accepting of other people
and we are sort of getting insulted. I mean people are so addicted…’
Participant A, Inner North 1: ‘Adamant.’
Participant D, Inner North 1: … addicted to their way of life and that’s the only way but it’s not the
only way, not if you’re going to live in Australia. I mean somehow or another the message doesn’t
seem to get through.’
Participant A, Inner North 1: ‘No.’
Participants in the Dandenong and Mildura focus groups provided more specific examples of how
they perceived Muslims attempting to exert unfair influence to obtain special privileges, particu-
larly in relation to establishing separate hours for Muslims and non-Muslims to utilize swimming
pools.
Participant B, Dandenong 1: ‘Well, you for instance, you have the Muslim population, they’re not
gonna like if I go to their country I have to honour their way, they come to this country they want
the pool closed so the women can go swimming on their own.’
Participant C, Dandenong 1: ‘Should we do that though?’
Participant F, Dandenong 1: ‘No I don’t think so.’
Participant D, Dandenong 1: ‘I have to abide by their law in their country, this is Australia.’
Participant F, Dandenong 1: ‘There is a saying when in Rome do as the Romans do.’
Participant D, Dandenong 1: ‘Exactly.’
Participant G, Dandenong 1: ‘And I think we’re falling over backwards just far too much to please all
these little minorities and the Australian values are all going out the door.’
Participant D, Dandenong 1: ‘I mean if we went to their country we’d be wearing the veil for a start.’
Participant F, Dandenong 1: ‘But I would, I certainly would.’
Participant D, Dandenong 1: ‘Yeah.’
Participant G, Dandenong 1: ‘I would abide by the laws of their country, I would find out before I went
you know what is expected of you in those countries.’
Participant D, Dandenong 1: ‘Exactly.’
Participant G, Dandenong 1: ‘And they should be doing the same here.’
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Participant F, Mildura 1: ‘… ages ago when we had Muslim immigrants coming to say the Brunswick
area and whatever there was a call for the Muslim population wanted the Brunswick swimming baths
to be closed on certain days so that the women could go swimming and that was something that really
kicked up the back of everyone saying go on you know no way you know why should we and what-
ever. I think the problems come when certain, and I’m not picking anyone now, but certain cultures
wish to impose their way of living on the general group that are here. Fine be different you know if
you want to sweat underneath the Hijub [sic] or whatever it’s called that’s okay but don’t expect us to
sort of back off from what we’ve always, if you want a swimming pool build one, make one but don’t
expect us to close our swimming pool I’m saying in that respect that’s sometimes where problems are
caused. It’s insignificant really but then it focuses on oh yeah they want this they want that and this
sort of thing. That’s where problems come.’
Participant D, Mildura 1: ‘That’s where I’d be looking for compromises… they’re tax payers too…’
Participant F, Mildura 1: ‘But I’m just using that as a tiny little example, that sort of thing. It just esca-
lates then.’
In other circumstances, some participants believed that certain Muslim actions were of far greater
consequence to individual safety and personal rights. Participants in a Shepparton focus group
noted that they felt that Muslim males were harassing users of specific public spaces and that
they threatened some young women’s physical security.
Participant F, Shepparton 1: ‘I can see it drifting away from the harmonious side.’
Really.
Participant F, Shepparton 1: ‘I can see more and more friction coming up in the last few years.’
Why do you think that’s happening?
Participant I, Shepparton 1: ‘Speaking about that same area that you’re talking about because there is
becoming a dominance in that area and it’s very much becoming us and them and there’s friction over
the sporting grounds, whose ground is it, and you’re not game to go to this ground because that’s their
ground.
So when you say ‘their’?
Participant I, Shepparton 1: ‘Well specifically the Arabic men, the boys, males.’
Participant A, Shepparton 1: ‘It can be quite daunting sometimes. You know especially you know my
partner she was actually quite flustered about the whole situation and she deals with she works for the
government like in social services sort of thing so she deals with a lot of different cultures all the time
and yeah she found it really difficult.’
Participant I, Shepparton 1: ‘I’ve been harassed and seriously thinking who’s gonna help me at that
minute … generally groups down in the street you know that kind of show pony type thing and
walking to work I didn’t actually for about a week one time have 9 year old boys Iraqi boys taunting
me and talking in another language and riding around me on their bicycles and so … I know a lot of
girls are scared.’
Some participants in other focus groups felt that Muslims’ participation in public life constituted
significant threats to Australian customs, such as free speech2 and religious expression. Some par-
ticipants believed that politicians were succumbing to Muslim pressure and that this resulted in an
erosion of Australian traditions such as school Christmas pageants and displays. In one of the
Altona groups a participant complained,
I get a bit annoyed, because they’re coming here … and when you said that the Australian,
what’s happening to him, or is he still around? I think he’s dying off. I hope he’s not, but I
think he is, and when you go to kinder and your kid’s not having a Christmas pageant this year
because the Muslim kids find it offensive, I sort of worry about things like that. (Participant D,
Altona 1)
Several participants in one of the South East Metro groups also believed that Muslims were pres-
suring the government to restrict Christmas trees being erected in public spaces.
Participant E, South East Metro 2: ‘And now the Muslims are trying to tell the Christians no you can’t
have a Christmas tree because we, you know we’ve got our values and our ideas when you just think
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well hang on a minute, this is our country, we should be able to have a Christmas tree if we want to and
that’s what makes Australia what it is. And it’s like they’ve got more rights than, than, do you know,
like that’s what I mean by their voice is always …’
Participant D, South East Metro 2: ‘Very strong.’
Participant E, South East Metro 2: ‘Yeah….’
Participant D, South East Metro 2: ‘… I guess though you know it’s just that balance of where you
draw the line, what …’
Participant E, South East Metro 2: ‘… I mean take it to extreme, it doesn’t harm anybody else. But you
know some extreme Muslims saying we want this Christmas tree taken down because it offends Allah
or whatever, I mean that’s just ridiculous.’
Participant D, South East Metro 2: ‘Mm, I agree.’
Participant E, South East Metro 2: ‘And that upsets me. It does upset me.’
Participant D, South East Metro 2: ‘Yeah that upset me too. I just, I thought this is becoming ridicu-
lous. Christmas is about giving and Christmas is about, you know it is commercial unfortunate, and
everyone forgets about what Christmas is really about, but you know Christmas is about gifts under-
neath the tree for a little kid, it’s not about God as much, it should be, but you know I thought that was,
I thought that was pathetic to be honest. I just thought …’
Participant C, South East Metro 2: ‘It’s our way of life here.’
Participant E, South East Metro 2: ‘Yeah, don’t come to Australia if you’re not expected to see a
Christmas tree at Christmas.’
Participant D, South East Metro 2: ‘But it means you can always go somewhere else.’
It is true that there have been calls in Victoria to restrict public Christmas displays, but these
requests have been initiated by atheists and secularists. Indeed, many Muslims who are supportive
of all faiths being able to celebrate their major holidays publicly have been very critical of these
attempts to restrict displays of nativity scenes, Christmas trees and other paraphernalia and events
(Aly 2004).
Others feared that Muslims were waiting to ‘achieve critical mass’ to establish Islamic-ruled
communities within Australia and to displace the Australian legal and political system. One par-
ticipant from one of the Dandenong groups voiced the following very strong thoughts onMuslims
and the potential threat that he felt they posed to Australian political culture and governance:
Participant B, Dandenong 2: ‘I’m probably gonna drop a bombshell here. We seem to have quite a
number of Muslim people around and my concern is, through some research that I’ve done, they
have a law called the Shiruya [sic] and they can actually form a state within a state because the
clerics rule and if there is a big majority of Muslims in a certain suburb then they have to go by
what the clerics dictate and that’s what the Shiruya [sic] law is and if you don’t fit in you move
out and then another Muslim family will come in and look you’re welcome to go on the internet
and research this but they’ve taken over 2 counties in the UK and another one in Chicago in the
USA and it just concerns me that not many people seem to be aware of this and I mean I’ve got
Muslim people living next to me and we’ve been neighbours for many, many years but when you
get the majority especially the extra fanatic ones who really what you said you know people who
come here need to respect the fact that we are multicultural, we all need to, but when you get hot
headed people you know very fanatical people and they try and impose what they believe onto us
I think that that can become a problem.’
When you say they’re trying to impose something, can you give an example of what they’re trying to
impose.
Participant B, Dandenong 2: ‘Okay like there might be a suburb right and the majority of the people
living in that suburb happen to be Muslim and they answer to the Clerics okay. Now they have laws
which are related to the Koran that they have to live by and abide those laws. Now if the community
keeps increasing if the numbers keep increasing the numbers of families moving into that certain
suburb keep increasing, the majority rules and you’ll either adapt to them or else move on. If you
don’t like it here go and live somewhere else. It has happened overseas.’
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This was the only instance in which any of the participants raised such a concern. Moreover, it is
significant that this participant did not receive any support for this viewpoint.
The preceding material indicates that several participants from a range of focus groups
believed that Muslims were disrupting Victorian social harmony. The participants’ concerns
ranged from perceptions and observations that Muslims were not integrating, were pressing to
receive special treatment and were not reciprocating good-will towards other communities that
did not share their faith. Some participants even harboured fears that Muslims were threatening
Australian customs and freedoms and, in one instance, that Muslims were biding their time to
achieve power and replace Australian political institutions and civil liberties with Sharia law,
although this was, to reiterate, a fringe minority opinion.
Terrorism and violence
For some participants, Muslims in Australia constituted more a threat to Australia and Australian
security than a challenge in that they did not comprehend or acclimatize to Australian customs and
social fabric. In discussions pertaining to security, conversations occurred that linked Muslims
and terrorism. Participants in one of the South East Metro suburban focus groups lamented
their unfortunate, but nearly immediate associations between Muslims and Islam and terrorism,
and how they felt they were present in the Australian public consciousness:
Participant D, South East Metro 1: ‘… I think it’s implied. When you say terrorism these days it’s
implied.’
Participant H, South East Metro 1: ‘Had you said terrorism maybe in another century it might have
implied some other group. But in today’s society …’
Participant D, South East Metro 1: ‘… But you sort of automatically think terrorism Muslims …’
Participant H, South East Metro 1: ‘Yeah.’
Participant D, South East Metro 1: ‘… It’s sad.’
Participant C, South East Metro 1: ‘… what you say is terrorism it’s implied that it’s Muslim.’
Participant H, South East Metro 1: ‘Yeah.’
Participant C, South East Metro 1: ‘And I guess in that sense you are influenced.’
A participant in the other South East Metro group expressed a similar view, ‘Well I think, well I
think everything that’s been blown up lately they just say you know aMuslim did it. Everyone just
says the Muslims did it right so …’ (Participant E, South East Metro 2).
In all the focus groups, participants had some form of discussion in which something was
raised about Islamist terrorism. Nonetheless, not all participants believed that Muslims were
the sole perpetrators of terrorism. Moreover, some participants were quite vigilant in noting
that Islamist terrorism was perpetrated by only a few, and was not a reflection on the vast majority
of Muslims, particularly those who live in Australia. This is discussed in greater detail below.
In some focus groups, participants felt that it was highly unlikely that an Australian living in
the country would be a victim of any terrorist act, and that other factors were far more threatening.
One participant believed, ‘You’re at more risk from gangs on the street than you are being blown
up’ (Participant C, Dandenong 2). In one of the Mildura groups, a participant stated, ‘The fact is
you’ve got a greater chance of being knocked over by a truck if you cross the road out there than
by being harmed in any way by you know the 0.001% of Muslims who decide that terrorism is a
nice way of life’ (Participant C, Mildura 2).
However, most participants in the focus groups considered terrorism to be a security threat and
were particularly concerned with Islamist terrorism. Nevertheless, during the round of discus-
sions, participants demonstrated a very high awareness: (a) of other identity and ideological
groups that have or are currently engaged in perpetrating terrorist acts; (b) that there is diversity
amongst the different types of groups that are perpetrating terrorist acts who claim to be acting on
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behalf of Muslims; (c) that Muslims are also among the Islamist terrorists’ victims; and (d) that
there were Australians who had engaged in mass murders, including terrorism. Such contributions
suggest the presence of some individuals who possessed a fairly nuanced insight into contempor-
ary terrorism, as well as significant portions of participants who did not automatically link Islam
and Muslims with terrorism.
Some participants drew attention to other religious, secular and ethno-nationalist organiz-
ations that utilized violence. One participant raised the following point in one of the Inner
North focus groups,
you’re connecting Muslims and terrorism together and I think terrorism is any group that’s disenfran-
chised, whether it be Muslims, Jews, Arabs, Hindis [sic], Christian, Fundamental Christians, any
group that’s disenfranchised and feels that they’re missing out in society says ‘I have to do something
about it’ and the way they do that is to commit acts of terrorism. (Participant E, Inner North 2)
In a country that has such a substantial portion of descendants from the United Kingdom and
Ireland, it is not surprising that some participants considered the terrorism of the Irish Republican
Army (IRA) and the tensions that have existed between Protestants and Catholics which some-
times spilled over into Australia (e.g., Inner North and Altona). Participants in one of the Inner
North focus groups suggested that for some time IRA was the metonym for terrorism.
Participant A, Inner North 1: ‘… but terrorism if you had of said it in the 70s, you started thinking of
IRA.’
Participant F, Inner North 1: ‘Yeah I was going to say IRA too with the immediate connotation
between 9/11 and [indecipherable].’
Participant A, Inner North 1: ‘But then that stopped, you know …’
Participant F, Inner North 1: ‘Well it just wasn’t the focus.’
Participant A, Inner North 1: ‘… and it just wasn’t the yeah, the focus of it has stopped so now, now
it’s the focus is different.’
A participant from an Inner North focus group noted, ‘Well, there are fanatical Christians’ (Partici-
pant G, Inner North 2). Additionally, participants from one of the South East Metro groups noted:
Participant H, South East Metro 1: ‘… there’s the Tamil Tigers who are a really good example.’
Participant B, South East Metro 1: ‘Sri Lanka.’
Participant H, South East Metro 1: ‘… they’re not religious at all, they have made massive use of
suicide bombing and they’re in a nationalist group who are not religious at all and they have
managed also like even in Palestine the [indecipherable] brigades are secular the majority of their
bombs are Muslim, that sort of thing. So it’s not just a religious thing and look at Kamikaze
bombers in the Second World War.’
Participant C, South East Metro 1: ‘Who worked for the Emperor.’
Participant B, South East Metro 1: ‘The original suicide bombers pretty well, yeah, so it’s not just a
religious.’
Discussions occurred in other focus groups on Australians who had killed individuals indiscrimi-
nately, further indicating their perceptions that terrorism and mass murder were not solely associ-
ated with Muslims.
Participant F, Dandenong 1: ‘You don’t see Americans holding up aeroplanes or Australians.’
Participant B, Dandenong 1: ‘What about Martin Bryant he shot 12 people in Tasmania and he’s
Australian.’
Participant C, Dandenong 1: ‘He’s one.’
Participant B, Dandenong 1: ‘And the Hoddle Street massacres is another one so he wasn’t Muslim.’
Participant F, Dandenong 1: ‘Oh there’s plenty of those around as well.’
Participant G, Dandenong 1: ‘That’s right.’
Participant D, Dandenong 1: ‘It’s not so much the culture or the religion they’re just loopy.’
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There were some instances in which participants acknowledged the diversity amongst different
Muslim groups engaging in terrorism and that Muslims were often victims of such terrorism.
One participant in one of the Inner North Groups cited earlier noted,
Yeah, but like the question why do Muslims turn to terrorism I mean like that’s just like an insane
question because like I mean there’s the different races, I mean like the Palestinians probably
because their [indecipherable] and the Al Qaeda is just insane, they’re fighting cosmic war.
But I mean there are so many reasons, there’s nationalism, there’s religion. (Participant G, Inner
North 2)
Some participants noted the diversity within Islam and the distinction between Islamist terrorists
and the majority of Muslims, and that the differences were so deep that Muslims were killing
Muslims. Participants from Morwell noted,
Participant B, Morwell: ‘Revenge.’
Participant E: ‘Yeah why [Osama bin Laden] turned on the west.’
Participant C: ‘But that doesn’t explain why [bin Laden] turned against his own people. I mean he
might have turned against the west but he also turned against his own people with all the mass killings
etc. so you know he turned against his own people.’
Similarly, a participant from an Inner North Group noted, ‘Like 80% of the people that die in Iraq
from suicide bombing are Muslims that are born into Iraq, they’re not … it’s not … they’re not
blowing… always blowing Americans up there’s other things…’ (Participant A, Inner North 2).
However, not all the participants who expressed opinions that distanced Muslims and Islam
from terrorism indicated that they felt that Australia was a harmonious society, or displayed
well-developed political opinions. Some participants in an Inner North and a Shepparton group
held conspiratorial opinions about either the US or Australian government, claiming that they
perpetrated attacks or assented to another government doing so in order to make political
advances. These views, however, were very much on the fringes of the groups in which they
were aired and did not receive substantial support beyond the individuals who initially raised
them.
After participants indicated they felt that Islamist terrorism constituted a threat to Australian
security, the facilitators asked why they felt that some Muslims were turning to terrorism. The
participants’ responses ranged from: declarations that adamantly distanced both Muslims and
Islam from violence, particularly terrorist violence; factors within the religion and cultures
from which many Muslims originated; history, social factors and foreign policy. Although
there were some participants who clearly held opinions that were hostile to Muslims and
Islam, there were often many participants who expressed strong views that, while some
Muslims were engaging in terrorism, they were in the minority, that such actions were not reflec-
tive of the faith’s main tenets, and that there were several factors which caused terrorism that
could not be linked uncritically to the faith or its adherents.
First, some participants were very clear that they considered Islamist terrorism to be deeply
rooted within the faith and various cultures where Islam is the majority religion. For example,
one participant in one of the Inner North focus groups believed that some Muslims engaged in
terrorism, ‘because they are besotted by death’. Some participants in one of the Mildura
groups believed that the espousal of violence was ingrained in Islam, and that Muslims were
directed by the religion to engage in violence. Second, some participants believed that ‘lunatic
clerics’ (Dandenong 1) who had the ability ‘to brainwash’ (Altona 2) vulnerable followers
were responsible for the current wave of Islamist terrorism. Participants in Morwell also felt
that the faith leaders were partially responsible for young Muslims engaging in violence, but
Muslims specified that they felt that a minority of preachers who perverted the teachings was
to blame. Indeed some participants in this group mentioned that they had read the Qur’an and
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that it contained prohibitions against violence. Third, others believed that factors exogenous to
Islam, but linked to specific political matters, were among the causes that led to a minority of
young Muslims engaging in terrorism. In Dandenong some participants mentioned the impor-
tance of the Middle East conflicts. Some participants in Altona and Mildura linked Islamist ter-
rorism to US foreign policy, especially wars in Muslim-majority countries. They also considered
that Australia’s alliance with, and what they considered to be blind following of, the US in these
conflicts was a factor that contributed to potential terrorist risks to Australia. Fourth, many par-
ticipants were very concerned to properly acknowledge that they considered that only a mis-
guided, malevolent minority of Muslims were perpetrators of Islamist terrorism, or that some
people within Western societies have exaggerated the risk that Islamist terrorism poses to those
countries and unfairly linked the majority of Muslims, in Australia and elsewhere, with terrorist
actions. These views were conveyed in one of the South East Metro groups, the Mornington
Peninsula groups, and in one each of the Dandenong and Altona groups. Finally, some partici-
pants were highly critical of how the media portrayed Muslims and felt that what they considered
to be sensationalistic reporting complicated matters for Muslims in their everyday lives, fre-
quently associating them with terrorism and raising suspicions about them amongst non-
Muslim Australians (Inner North and Shepparton). These opinions are significant as they indicate
that some focus group members had concerns similar to those of Muslim Australians about the
portrayal of Muslims (see discussion above), and that many did not believe the hype that they
felt Australian media outlets often generated on Islam and Muslims.
Although the focus groups’ participants acknowledged that Islamist terrorism was indeed a
major Australian security concern, there were many views on how significant a threat it is to
Australia and Australians, and the factors that cause it. While some participants felt that there
were some endogenous factors within Islam that caused terrorism, this was not the majority view-
point. Many participants identified a range of exogenous factors that contributed to the emergence
of Islamist terrorism, and felt that terrorism constituted a perversion of Islam, that only a minority
of Muslims engaged in terrorism, and that politicians and the media overplayed the threat of
terrorism for their own benefit.
Gender relations
In many respects, the participants’ perceptions of gender relations indicate that there is a strong
belief within the Australian mainstream that Muslim women are second-class citizens within their
culture and families. Where many participants were very adamant that not all Muslims were
engaged in violence, many of the same individuals raised serious concerns about what they con-
sidered to be the poor treatment of Muslim women. In one of the Altona groups, a participant
suggested that there were double standards in the ways that Muslim parents treat their children.
The participant suggested that girls had to toe the line very strictly in their homes, while boys had
more privileges, and felt that such discrepancies led to girls finding other places to express them-
selves and this often contributed to disruptive behaviour outside the home.
my mum teaches at Brunswick High, does emergency teaching there, and there’s a lot of Muslim kids
there, and she reckons that the males, they don’t play up as much, whereas the females do, because
they go home, they get a certain message, and then at school they have so much freedom that they just
go crazy. She reckons that they just say some of the strangest things and go wild, whereas the boys are
a bit more settled because they don’t have such a contrast. (Participant A, Altona 2)
However, the issue of Muslim women covering themselves generated the most significant debates
and negative reactions. For instance, the following discussion occurred in one of the Altona
groups:
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Participant D, Altona 1: ‘Sometimes I’m walking down Sydney road, and I think… a couple of years
ago I walked down Sydney road, and I saw a woman… her face was covered, and it almost shocked
me; I didn’t expect to see that.’
Participant B, Altona 1: ‘It’s scary, isn’t it? I see them driving, totally … [indecipherable]’
Participant D, Altona 1: ‘It’s scary, she’s just covered, and I thought “why does she need to do that?” I
don’t understand that. That’s what …’
Participant F, Altona 1: ‘It makes me sick. That’s just my personal opinion… I’ve seen women being
led down the street because they literally can’t see; they’ve got a sheet dropped over their head.’
Participant C, Altona 1: ‘But that’s going to one extreme with a religion.’
Participant D, Altona 1: ‘But I guess, I don’t understand that, and that makes me wary.’
Indeed, some participants in the Inner North groups believed that Muslim women were forced to
wear head (and in some instances facial) coverings, and felt very uncomfortable about this.
Some female participants in the Inner North and Altona groups believed that Muslims were
judging them unfavourably because they did not dress in accordance with Islamic guidelines:
Participant F, Altona 2: ‘I was down the life-saving club, and I was on patrol, and I’m giving up my
whole Saturday to be out there, and probably on three different occasions I got abused by Muslim men
for wearing my bathers to save their family members, and I thought “okay, what has this world come
to? You’re here, on the beach that we all love, and I’m there saving your kids and” … because the
women were wearing the full gown and they can’t swim, so I’m having to rescue them all, but I’m
getting abused by the men because I was showing flesh. I’m thinking, “I’m trying to be…”’
Participant C, Altona 2: ‘That’s just lack of education, isn’t it?’
Participant F, Altona 2: ‘Yeah… and that’s on our behalf, we should be educating them, but I wouldn’t
expect me to go to their country and walk around in bathers and not get abused. That’s fine, and that’s
in their country, but here it’s different, and that’s the sort of thing …’
Participant B, Altona 2: ‘They might get educated but, but as far as they’re concerned, they get
drummed in from a young age, that this is how it is. Women are just…what do they call those killings
when they disgrace the family or something… the woman got raped, she’s the guilty one, but even if
you do educate these people, it’s how they’ve been brought and whatever … wars have been on for
300 years.’
Participant E, Inner North 2: ‘That’s fine, but if you expect everybody to do that don’t come to Aus-
tralia, you stay where you want to, where you feel comfortable. But don’t come here and say “The
world should be like that.”’
Participant B, Inner North 2: ‘Yeah.’
Participant E, Inner North 2: ‘Yes, that’s the thing where we start to get our back up I think is that
we’re told that we’re the ones that are in the wrong for not doing it, like how can you tell me …’
Participant F, Inner North 2: ‘But I like what you said because I hadn’t really thought of it, the men do
treat women differently. I shopped at a shop which is Muslim and all the women wear the scarf and
they’re pretty okay, but the men do, they sort of, you know, I can’t explain it but they look down on
you.’
Participant E, Inner North 2: ‘Exactly, like you shouldn’t be dressing like that and that’s when you
start not wanting to accept it.’
Nonetheless, some participants acknowledged that Muslim women did not wear the hijab because
they were forced by men to do so, but that they covered in order to fulfil their religious obli-
gations, and that the scarf should not be viewed as something to fear. In fact, one participant
suggested that Muslim women proudly wearing hijabs in Australia was a demonstration of the
society’s maturity and robustness, and its ability to include new groups and adapt to change.
Participant C, Inner North 1: ‘… made some quite big leaps, like they’re allowing the Muslim girls to
wear their whatever they call it.’
Participant E, Inner North 1: ‘The burkah.’
Participant C, Inner North 1: ‘The headwear, which is great, to school or to wherever.’
Participant B, Inner North 1: ‘Why not, it’s their cultural thing.’
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Participant C, Inner North 1: ‘Yeah I mean so I mean I whilst we’re saying it’s a problem, there are,
they’re still making some fairly significant.’
Participant B, Inner North 1: ‘Oh absolutely.’
Finally, although it was certainly a minority viewpoint, these same participants suggested that
some Australians’ supposed problems with Muslim gender relations was due to their lack of
knowledge and that it was a civic responsibility to learn more about Islam.
Participant B, Inner North 1: ‘I think we don’t understand enough about it though, as well, and maybe
we should make an effort to understand, okay they’re covered up, does it really stop them from doing
… I mean I saw one on a jet ski with it on, okay, well she’s still getting on the jet ski. Like they’re still
doing their things …’
Participant E, Inner North 1: ‘Are they?’
Participant C, Inner North 1: ‘Yeah.’
Participants who raised concerns about gender held several strong views, all of which reflected the
belief that certain practices were not compatible with Australian laws and customs. First, some par-
ticipants believed that Muslim women were not treated equally within their faith and that this contra-
dicted Australian legal, political and social traditions. Second, several participants felt that Muslim
women were forced to cover by males and this brought them to a conclusion that Muslim women
were not permitted to enjoy fully the rights to which they were entitled by living in Australia.
Finally, several participants, women in particular, felt that Muslims were judging their morals
because they did not cover or dress modestly: if they did not dress in ways that conformed to
Muslim standards, they felt that Muslims viewed them as either inferior to or less moral than
Muslim women who covered. Many participants strongly believed that it was quite unfair for
non-Muslim women to feel that way in their own country. This also reinforced some participants’
beliefs that Muslims were a threat to Australian social harmony, and that, unlike Australians, who
were generally welcoming and tolerant, Muslims did not reciprocate. Indeed, many participants
felt that Australian Muslims differed from previous ethnic and religious groups that settled in Aus-
tralia in the post-war period, who they believed worked very hard to fit into Australian society and
embrace Australian customs and political and legal traditions soon after their arrival in Australia, and
did not try to receive what some considered to be special treatment.
Support for Australian Muslims and cautious optimism for the future
As many of the conversations recorded above indicate, there were many participants who were
very supportive of Muslims, did not support stereotypes that associated Islam and Muslims
with violence, and were sympathetic to Muslims’ difficulties in Australia. Significantly, those
individuals who were familiar with Muslims tended to express very favourable opinions of
them. For example, there was evident support for Muslims in both Altona groups, and in
Mildura and Shepparton:
Participant E, Altona 1: ‘… I’ve got some Muslim friends and they invite us over to their house so
they’re mixing with us, they have their barbecues, it’s different food on the barbecue but it’s the
same stuff and they don’t drink but you know they say bring your alcohol.’
Participant C, Altona 1: ‘They don’t drink at all don’t they?’
Participant E, Altona 1: ‘That’s part of their religion, they don’t drink alcohol.’
Participant C, Altona 1: ‘Oh okay.’
Participant E, Altona 1: ‘So they are assimilated I mean they’re inviting us over, they’re being friendly
I mean some aren’t like I’ve got a neighbour across the road, I had a garage sale and that’s the first time
I met them and I said hello and they said hello, that’s it and I’ve been there six years and they moved in
two years ago and I’ve said hello once but I probably wouldn’t go over to them and invite them over, I
don’t know why maybe it’s just because they didn’t feel I don’t know, some of them do.’
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Participant F, Altona 1: ‘You just don’t feel comfortable do you?’
Participant E, Altona 1: ‘I suppose. But on the other hand my fiancé’s Muslim friends they’re fantastic
and my son has got, I don’t even know if they’re Somalians or Indian, they’re probably Indians I
suppose, and they invite us over so they’re good.’
Participant A, Altona 2: ‘Has anybody here got any Muslim friends?’
Participant E, Altona 2: ‘Yeah.’
Participant D, Altona 2: ‘Yes.’
Participant E, Altona 2: ‘And they’re nice people.’
Participant D, Altona 2: ‘Yes they are wonderful people.’
Participant E, Altona 2: ‘I mean I had a situation just last week where I went to a little boy’s birthday
party who’s Muslim and you know it was primarily a family kind of birthday party just at McDonalds
you know and I needed to stay because my little boy’s only six and you know I just had an absolutely
lovely time they were all sitting there and they were chatting amongst themselves and I sat there and
you know before long we were just talking about all sorts of things and there was a variety of you
know with the Hajjis [sic] and the other ones with the boobs out here and the makeup and the
stuff and there was such a contrast of you know of how they were being you know and I mean I
came back and I just had a lovely afternoon, it was great.’
Participant C, Altona 2: ‘It’s like any country from anywhere I guess you know there’s good and bad
in every race.’
Participant B, Mildura 1: ‘I was invited to Ramadan, a Muslim thing … a couple of months ago, the
most magnificent people you’ve ever met. Just because the Italians have the mafia, and the Russians
have got a mafia, you don’t gauge everyone …’.
Participant E, Shepparton 2: ‘I do know some Muslims that actually converted over to the Muslim
religion and yeah I’ve been to one of their it was like a big party yeah it was pretty awesome,
there was lots of food and that so it was good and it was overall the husband he was very warm
and open and it totally changed my views within an instant after seeing how certain groups sort of
get together.’
Participant G, Shepparton 2: ‘I suppose there’s good and bad in all of us really.’
Participant C, Shepparton 2: ‘Yeah.’
Despite the fact that many participants acknowledged that Muslims were experiencing difficulties in
Australia, that some Muslim customs posed, at minimum, a challenge to contemporary Australian
traditions, and that there were some serious misunderstandings between Australian Muslims and
the broader Australian population, many also expressed a belief that, just as other minority groups
experienced difficulties after they arrived in Australia, Australian Muslims would soon become
part of the mainstream and become well-acclimatized to Australian life. The case of the late
Mustafa ‘Crazy John’ Ilhan, who arrived with his parents from Turkey and became a self-made bil-
lionaire having built a telecommunications empire, and was at one time Australia’s richest person
under 40 years old, was brought up in one of the South East Metro groups as an example to indicate
that Muslims could not only fit in, but thrive in Australia. ‘I read quotes from Crazy John, you know
he really captures it perfectly in terms of just what a fantastic country this is and Australian values are
just should be cherished and you know he is a practising Muslim …’ (Participant B, South East
Metro 2). In one of the Inner North Focus groups the following discussion took place:
OK, do you think Muslims are assimilating into Australian culture?
Participant B, Inner North 2: ‘Are what sorry?’
Participant G, Inner North 2: ‘As much as any other group [indecipherable] they’re [indecipherable]
the younger ones.’
Sorry?
Participant G, Inner North 2: ‘The younger generation.’
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Do you think they are or…
Participant G, Inner North 2: ‘Well they just got here, that’s the other thing.’
Participant C, Inner North 2: ‘Mmm’
Participant G, Inner North 2: ‘The first people make the way [indecipherable] 30 years.’
Participant A, Inner North 2: ‘You’ve got to give them 40 years.’
Participant G, Inner North 2: ‘30 years, 30 or 40 years for them to, like I said you know we’ve got
Greek and Italian high court judges, we’ve got barristers, we got, give them time, I think you’ve
got to give it time.’
A participant in one of the Mildura groups expressed the following opinion:
I just think in a situation… that might be the case, but when you came out, or when my parents came
out to Australia in the early 50s, like you said, you were the new Australians and you did things dif-
ferently, but that’s probably well and truly accepted now, but if you’re talking about other minorities,
say of Muslims or Asian religions or whatever, theirs seems different today, but probably 30 years
down the track, it’ll melt [indecipherable] won’t, and what happened 30 years ago is forgotten or
accepted. You become a new people. (Participant D, Mildura 2)
This was reiterated in one of the South East Metro groups:
Well if you take our history into mind and I think it has to improve but it’s just difficult at the time I
think maybe even in the 60s it was difficult for the people that were going through that change to see
that there was going to be a positive. Because they had this tension at the time with the new migrants
coming. Maybe again with the, when like we said before with the Asians coming maybe people at that
time thought oh how’s this going to happen, they’re going to take over all our jobs and make labour so
cheap and, but we went through that and I think there’s a positive. So maybe we’re going through that
at the moment we’re thinking well with this religious group coming, Muslim group coming we’re
going to have issues with them. Maybe it’s just a matter of time that we have to work through
these issues and in the future it will get better. (Participant B, South East Metro 2)
In the other South East Metro Group, participants added another dimension to this issue:
Participant C, South East Metro 1: ‘And I think, and I might be wrong, that what the Muslims are
experiencing now is probably what the Europeans experienced when they came in the 50s and 60s
or what the Vietnamese or the Asians experienced when they came.’
Participant B, South East Metro 1: ‘Mmm.’
Participant D, South East Metro 1: ‘And I think because of what’s going on with terrorism that just
makes it even worse for them.’
These comments indicate that many participants acknowledged both that Australian Muslims
were encountering problems in becoming established in Australian society, and that they also
had faith that eventually they would become part of the Australian social fabric. They felt that
the combination of Australian society’s abilities to absorb and include peoples from diverse cul-
tures, the legal system and polity’s abilities to protect all citizens’ rights and provide mechanisms
to mitigate potential conflicts, and Australia’s history of offering opportunities for newcomers to
increase their lot economically, would eventually result in more harmonious relations between
Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.
Discussion and conclusion
This study suggests that many of the participants’ views echoed the themes that previous authors
have noted. Some participants felt that Muslims were attempting to abuse the rights that Australia
afforded them by not settling in and becoming among the many faiths and cultures that constitute
the country’s diverse society, but rather by gaining concessions so that Islam and their way of life
would achieve privileged status. In addition, some participants raised their concerns that Muslim
‘arrogance’ and ‘pushiness’ were eroding political and civic traditions, giving as examples
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freedom of speech and Christmas shows. Such attitudes clearly reflect aspects of the paranoid
nationalism that entered into Australian political discourse from the 1990s, as well as moral
panic frameworks. Some participants made strong associations between Islam and Muslims
and terrorism. Hence, they viewed Islam and Muslims as potential risks to Australia’s and Aus-
tralians’ security. Finally, in expressing negative speculations and beliefs that Muslim women
were ‘suppressed’ by Muslim men and that their status equated to a form of second class citizen-
ship, some participants exhibited opinions that resonated with Orientalist orientations.
Nonetheless, some participants generated significant counter-narratives to these perceptions
of Islam and Muslims. First, some participants, by emphasizing that Muslims had rights to
public spaces and facilities because of their status as taxpayers, indicated that they considered
Australian identity to be more civic than culturally grounded. Moreover, some of the contributors
to the focus groups indicated that they felt that Australian Muslim women’s freedom to wear hijab
and other forms of covering was a manifestation of the resilience of Australian society and polity
and their ability to incorporate new identities and cultures within robust multicultural and multi-
faith national frameworks. In particular, such statements reaffirmed that many participants
believed strongly that Australian society and identity were not fixed entities that privilege Euro-
pean, and particularly Anglo-Celtic traditions and cultural norms, including religious practices
and belief systems. Moreover, some felt that this ability to incorporate new cultures constituted
a core component of Australian identity.
With the exception of less than a handful of individuals who believed that the US and Aus-
tralian governments were consciously and maliciously involved in terrorist plots, the bulk of par-
ticipants acknowledged the problem that terrorism, especially Islamist terrorism, poses to
Australian security. However, barring a few individuals who expressed opinions that Muslim vio-
lence was ingrained in their faith systems and deeply embedded in its various practices and doc-
trines, most participants were extremely vocal in acknowledging that most Muslims, particularly
Muslims living in Australia, were not responsible for political violence. These participants
stressed that they felt that terrorism and extremism were fuelled by a minority who perverted
Islamic teachings. Furthermore, some argued that the participants who were critical of
Muslims and Islam and associated them with violence were failing to acknowledge that Austra-
lians and others also carried out terrorist acts and perpetrated mass killings. They also drew atten-
tion to a variety of factors that might cause some Muslims to engage in acts of political violence.
These included conflicts in the Middle East, US and Australian foreign policies and, in particular,
both countries’ military engagements in Muslim-majority countries. Many participants also
believed that the Australian media tended to amplify notions of the threats of terrorism within
the international system and, closer to home, the prospective risk or challenge that Muslims
posed to Australian security and the Australian way of life.
In all the focus groups, when participants made negative comments about Muslims, they were
countered by statements from other participants who defended Muslims. As is consistent with
international research cited earlier, those holding the most positive opinions of Muslims were
those who had first-hand knowledge of Islam, Muslims and their cultures. Again, given
current Australian demographic trends, which indicate that Muslims, both men and women,
are increasingly entering the professions and attending university, and that patterns of residence
are not as religiously or ethnically concentrated in Australia as they are in countries such as the
UK and France, it may be stated with a certain degree of confidence, and with some optimism,
that it is plausible that Muslims and non-Muslims will increasingly interact, and that this can
have beneficial consequences for perceptions of Muslims among ‘mainstream’ Australians, and
vice versa.
Many participants recounted that, in the previous half-century or so, millions of migrants
came from southern and eastern Europe, and South East Asia and began new lives in Australia.
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They noted that, initially, all these new groups had difficulties settling into Australian society and
becoming acclimatized to Australian customs. They also acknowledged that many of these
migrant communities were tarred with negative connotations of criminality and other forms of
negative behaviour during their periods of transition into the Australian social fabric. Nonethe-
less, even those participants who were most supportive of Muslims and Islam and most optimistic
about the potential for the development of positive relationships between Muslims and non-
Muslims in Australia conceded that many of these previous migrant communities shared at
least some religious – especially Christian – background with Australians or belonged to faith
systems (such as Buddhism) that, from the 1960s, many Australians viewed positively, or as
benign or even banal, in connection with inclusion in Australian society. These individuals there-
fore acknowledged that the relationship between mainstream and Muslim Australians would face
different sets of challenges. Nonetheless, they felt that the overwhelming majority of Australian
Muslims demonstrated their attachment to, and willingness to participate in, the life of the
country, and that with good will and time they too would become well established in Australian
society. Indeed, they expressed faith in the strength and flexibility of the Australian society
and polity and their ability to accommodate new elements in the national culture and national
narrative, which, combined with positive Muslim actions, would achieve a beneficial outcome
for Australia’s future.
It may be concluded that the participants did not demonstrate Islamophobia or anti-Muslim-
ism in the systematic, overtly prejudicial manner that the Runnymede Trust and Halliday identify.
Rather, the concerns that some participants raised might be considered to be more of a phobia –
taken more in its original meaning of ‘fear’ – of some perceived, and at times misconceived, attri-
butes of Muslims and Islam, which are based on a distinct lack of familiarity with Islam and
Muslims.
It is plausible that there may have been some participants who harboured negative opinions of
Islam andMuslims but were reluctant to voice them. Indeed, that would be consistent with various
exercises in canvassing sensitive matters in public situations. Nonetheless, as many individuals
did freely express fears, concerns and other views on Muslims and Islam that did not reflect posi-
tively on the faith and its followers, individuals who may have had reservations about expressing
negative opinions may not have felt entirely out of place in some focus groups.
Moreover, and very importantly, it would be entirely incorrect to suggest that Australia is
without pockets of the debilitating Islamophobia and anti-Muslimism that the Runnymede
Trust and Halliday describe. There are Australian-based and -focused anti-Islamic websites,
such as Australian Islamist Monitor, which proudly claims: ‘We stand against Islam’ with
various national and ethnic groups (Australian Islamist Monitor 2011). Even in Victoria, which
prides itself as being more ethnically and racially tolerant than other Australian states, Islamopho-
bic activities have occurred. A group calling itself the Q Society of Australia, Inc., whose purpose
is to protect Australia from becoming Islamized, and which considers Islam to be a form of tota-
litarian political movement (Q Society of Australia, Inc. 2011) rather than a faith, attempted to
shut down a Muslim prayer group that was worshipping in a building in the heartland of
Melbourne’s Jewish community, and made accusations that the participants in that ‘musallah’
were engaged in potentially violent activities. However, the fact that many prominent Melbourne
Jewish leaders came to the defence of the Muslim prayer group quickly stymied that organis-
ation’s campaign (Tippet 2011). This incident indicates that, although there are some instances
and adherents of Islamophobia and anti-Muslimism in Victoria, the principles of religious toler-
ance are so strong that even groups that have many disputes over faith and political matters
respect each other’s rights to worship unhindered, and reaffirms the robustness of Australian pol-
itical and social conventions.
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The participants in this study have demonstrated that Islamophobia and anti-Muslimism are
less prevalent than the guarded optimism of many Victorians relating to the presence and
future of Islam and Muslims in Australia. While they did not deny actual and potential differences
of opinion and that many challenges would confront mainstream Australians and Australian
Muslims, they felt that, given Australia’s history of incorporation and the positive actions and atti-
tudes of the overwhelming majority of Muslims, these difficulties would pass. Such sentiments
reflect the Australian attitude that at some stage ‘she’ll be right’. But when this will occur is
not yet certain.
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Notes
1. The facilitator’s comments in this study are presented in italics throughout this article.
2. For example, a participant in a Mildura focus group noted the controversial 2002–2004 case that was
heard by the Victorian Civic Affairs Tribunal (VCAT) in which the Evangelical Christian group
‘Catch the Fire Ministry’ was accused of religiously vilifying Islam. See Higgins (2004a, 2004b) and
Deen (2008) on this case.
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